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Chapter 1 
Introduction
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The two most logical methods of simplifying a visual language are to reduce images down visually and to 
limit the way in which they can be made. There is purpose in these methods: simplifying images is a func-
tional practice by principle. From a biological standpoint, the route which uses the least energy to complete a 
task is the most desirable, therefore communicating with simplified imagery is a logical practice: “it reduces 
both the amount of information we must collect and the amount we must store” (Freyd, J. and Tversky, B, 
1984, p.110). 

Like many things in a postmodern world are from a biological standpoint, it is possible that limiting and 
reducing in art is sometimes defunct. Limited/reductive art has the tendency to span into abstraction, often 
losing clear meaning as it becomes simplified. Freud once said: “Neurosis is the inability to tolerate ambigu-
ity”, and in this mindset, systematic and geometric art can be seen as an obsessive and unnecessary method 
of arranging the world. Indeed, abstraction in art has often been seen as so neurotic that it clearly demon-
strates a sickness in the artist themselves. August Starcke, in the 1904 “The Journal of Nervous and Mental 
Disease”, even went as far to describe modern art an alarming symptom of a sick and unnatural modern life 
(Starcke, A, 1904). Contemporary art and attitudes to it have changed a lot over the past century, so this dat-
ed insight warrants further investigation.  

When people create rules to limit and reduce art, sometimes results have been highly successful at visually 
communicating: for example, the work of Alexander Rodchenko and Herbert Bayer. But over the history of 
art, ‘functionality’ has also been used as an excuse to justify a simple desire to categorise and order creativi-
ty- an example of this being the Dutch de Stijl movement. In De Stijl, logical ideals spanned into abstraction, 
consequently creating a visual language that erred closer to spiritualism through visual purity rather than 
functionality. A contemporary insight into this mindset could come from a reduction of the creative process 
called “Design Thinking” in which creativity is limited into stages. On this subject, Natasha Jen writes: 
(people are) “drawn to the promise of taming the irrational and unpredictable beast that is creativity.” (Jen. 
N, 2018) To explore the query, we must ask why we would want to limit/reduce visual language in the first 
place. Could our desire to simplify visual languages be a response to how daunting and frustratingly open 
the creative process can be without rules?

The aim over the course of this exploration is to research how limiting and reducing a visual language af-
fects the success of visual communication and what the successes of visual language can be. Through this, 
we must explore how others communicate with and understand reductive art. This body of work can serve as 
an investigation of the aesthetic and functionality of limiting the way we make and play, where we can ex-
plore what it is to successfully communicate, from art of the avant-garde to modern Illustration. The aim is 
to understand the question: Is limiting and reducing visual language functional or does it create abstraction?
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Chapter 2 
Context & Themes
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• [Fig. 1] Batz, E (1929) From Wassily Kandinsky’s Class  
“The Spatial Effect of Colours and Shapes” [Image] 
Avaliable at: http://cms.bauhaus100.de/en/past/works/
course-works/die-raeumliche-wirkung-von-farben-und-
formen/index.html  [Accessed 5 Nov. 2018]

• [Fig. 2] Van Der Leck, B (1916) De Storm [Image]         
Avaliable at: https://krollermuller.nl/en/bart-van-der-leck-
the-tempest-1[Accessed 6 Dec. 2018]

• [Fig. 3] Van Doesburg, T (1922) Counter Composition 
V  [Image] Avaliable at: https://www.theartstory.org/
movement-de-stijl-artworks.htm#pnt_4 [Accessed 6 Dec. 
2018]

• [Fig. 4] Mondrian, P (1937-42) Composition with Yellow, 
Blue and Red Avaliable at: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
artists/piet-mondrian-1651 [Accessed 6 Dec. 2018]

• [Fig. 5] Keler, P (1922) Cradle [Image] Avaliable 
at:    https://www.tecta.de/en/produkt/bauhaus-cradle/ 
[Accessed 6 Dec. 2018]

To better understand the roots of commercial visual language, we must look back to the 1900s where the 
crossover between commercial and fine art truly began. After world war one, the modern world as artists 
knew it was ravaged by chaos and violence. From this bloodshed, an optimistic mindset for a better future 
was born, where artists dreamed to “redesign the world in accordance with a fundamental reorganization of 
society.” (Storr, R, 2000, p3). Artists in Europe were eager to make their work part of the “radical change” 
that would lead to a new world and change society, and in these circumstances: “aesthetic and political 
avant-gardes...joined forces in the name of utopia” (Storr, R, 2000). This is most visible in the socialist-lean-
ing Bauhaus, Constructivist and De Stijl movements. 

How did these movements approach visual language? Teaching in the early Bauhaus foundation course, 
Johannes Itten taught students, many with previous traditional art training, by restricting them to “basic 
shapes and hues” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.106), effectively rewiring they way they thought about construction 
and expression. In an essay in 1916, Itten expressed his belief in the purity of art based in geometry, cham-
pioning the circle, the square and the triangle, citing that “Every possible form lies dominant in these formal 
elements” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.106). In his words, geometric forms are the most simplified forms, so there-
fore “the most precise means of expression in a work of art” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.106). Kandinsky, another 
senior teacher at the Bauhaus, also taught students strict, self-imposed visual rules based in ‘temperature’ 
and shape- another specific visual language. 

However, much of this simplicity, no matter how precise and rule-bound, was not steeped in stark function-
ality. To Itten, colour and form were “emotional” and “spiritual”, specific shapes had innate meanings such 
as “infinite” and “peaceful” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.107). 

De Stijl was equally fascinated with geometry and “reducing visual art to its most elemental compo-
nents”(Storr, R, 2000, p3)- an aim that gave their work another distinct visual language. They saw basic 
shapes as a “standardized” visual language, functional in the same way that size-regulated machine parts are. 
(Overy, P, 2000, p.148). They opposed “decadent”, baroque art and believed that their style could better con-
vey meaning, for it was “universal” (Overy, P, 2000, p20). However, a glance at most of the work of the era 
forces the same conclusion: it was useful and seemed efficient if you were familiar with the visual language, 
but otherwise it would appear abstract. But we must remember, any attempt to make a universal language, 
visual or not, has failed. Just because a style has qualities that are primarily aesthetic, it does not make it 
purposeless. 

De Stijl reflects the extreme of efficient design thinking, seeking to “abolish the distinction between art and 
utility” (Overy, P, 2000, p149), but once again found itself caught up in ideology over function. Their invest-
ment in reducing and limiting their visual language was imbued with “spiritual purity and moral fervour” 
(Overy, P, 2000, p.20)- Van Doesburg, the leader of the movement, even believed De Stijl an alternative to 
religion, stating “that which the cross represented to the early Christians, the square will represent to us” 
(Overy,P, 2000, p.36).

The obsession with reductive language as a cure-all lifestyle was just as rife in the Bauhaus- according to 
Kandinsky’s wife, when given a house in Dessau, he filled it with “...furniture with as many circular ele-
ments as possible” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.162). Critics of the Bauhaus made jest of the movement’s dedica-
tion to geometric design in it’s latter years, with one critic adding that in a school exhibition they missed 
“one of the idols of cubism in the kitchen: the bouillon cube” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.146). It could be inter-
preted that geometric rules for limiting/reducing visual language were ”often in order to dampen, even rec-
tify, what was seen as the ‘wilful’ or ‘chaotic’ in art” (Taylor, B, 2014, p.65), perhaps even seeking to rectify 
the chaos in humanity that led to a world war, or the inefficiency of humans compared to production ma-
chines. A design that reflects this effectively is a cradle designed by Peter Keler in 1922. Comprised of the 
circle and the triangle in colour combinations that align with Itten’s teachings, the circular elements afford 
an eloquent and functional means of rocking a child to sleep. However, there is no comfort or safety in this 
design- the humanity of childcare is lost to a sweeping design statement. 
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• [Fig. 5] Consemüller, E (1926/27) Vorkurs Study under 
Josef Albers [Image] Avaliable at: https://www.ariehsharon.
org/Archive/Bauhaus-and-Berlin/Vorkurs-Three-
Dimensional/i-V65CnSv  [Accessed 6 Dec. 2018]

• [Fig. 6] Tatlin, V (1919) Monument to the Third 
International [Image] Avaliable at: https://www.tate.org.
uk/context-comment/articles/lost-art-vladimir-tatlin  
[Accessed 4 Nov. 2018]

• [Fig. 7] Stepanova, V (1923), Unknown [Image] Avaliable 
at: https://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/varvara-stepanova-
contructivist-design-port-magazine-fashion-261017 
[Accessed 4 Nov. 2018]

• [Fig. 8] Lissitzky, E (1920) Beat the Whites with the 
Red Wedge [Image] Avaliable at: https://www.mfa.org/
collections/object/klinom-krasnym-bei-belykh-beat-the-
whites-with-the-red-wedge-314484  [Accessed 4 Nov. 2018]

• [Fig. 9] Rodchenko, A (1928) Novyi LEF. Zhurnal levogo 
fronta iskusstv, 6 [Image] Avaliable at: https://www.moma.
org/collection/works/8227 [Accessed 4 Nov. 2018]

Considering the Bauhaus sought to revolutionise art education for a “craft-based” school that was meant 
to be part of a “real, working world” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.30) these examples may make it sound like 
an eccentric thought-experiment. But eccentric or spiritual, the restrictive play encouraged by Itten and 
Kandinsky was a functional, effective method for teaching students to consider visual language differently, 
innovatively, and analytically. The successes of the Bauhaus were grounded in initial teachings of a limited 
visual language and material.

When it came to craft, too, the Bauhaus utilised limiting expression. Josef Albers taught using material as a 
limiting factor as a way to teach his students. He used paper as a medium in the preliminary course, testing 
students to use only newspapers to make an array of art. Work they made was impressive considering the 
limiting factor of material, yet their responses were abstract pieces, not functional designs. But these exercises 
were used to “teach important lessons about the nature of construction” (Whitford, F, 1984, p.133). The 
crafting of abstract work that had no concept  would act as a basis of knowledge for many students went on 
through their education in the Bauhaus. These exercises granted them knowledge to eventually accomplish 
the technical skill to make functional designs. Therefore, sometimes abstract forms can be the key to creating 
functional ones.

The De Stijl and the Bauhaus movements were ideologically charged with political whimsies to rebuild, so 
their disciples naturally moved towards tangible methodology that could provide function to society- for 
example, graphic design, architecture and product design. But theoretical, avant-garde thinking was not lost 
in the process. Abstraction in some work acted as a gateway for the creativity from which function emerged. 
The malleable playground of thought that sometimes created abstract visual responses also gave artists of the 
time the creative mindset needed to solve problems of limitation in real world settings. In this way, limiting 
and reducing a visual language had purpose- it’s function was to teach and challenge the way artists could 
solve creative problems. If the means of exploring this was through abstraction, it did not cease to make it 
functional. 

The last major movement that changed the visual language of this time was Constructivism, which 
championed a modern world and vehemently believed that art served a function in society. And in post-
revolution Socialist Russia, serving the people was everything. Everything from sports uniforms that 
were designed to reflect the human body to the proposed Tatlin’s tower (which would have been a hub of 
community, progress and socialist ideals) were designed with the betterment of the world in mind.

Interestingly, future Russian governments saw the movement’s experimental leanings as useless to the 
struggle, likely because they were too abstract for function. A good example of this element of their visual 
language is “Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge”. When read into, the bold shapes and their arrangement 
makes sense as a representation of peace, war and revolution- after all, it was created solely to communicate 
and “to generate enthusiastic support for the revolutionary cause”  (Wood, P, 1999, p.238). But to an outsider 
without context, it may only make sense on a level of abstraction. After all, it is only geometric shapes with 
text. In “The challenge of the Avant-Garde”, Wood speculates wryly: “How comprehensible such an image 
could be to an audience unschooled in the language of abstract art is, of course, not an insignificant point” 
(Wood, P, 1999).

However, elements of Constructivism doubt laid groundwork as important as that of the Bauhaus for a 
visual language of a modern world. For example, the work of Alexander Rodchenko whose work did not 
only advertise, but passively (and purposefully) sold the ideals of revolution with his design’s modernity and 
accessibility to the masses.

Abstract work is better decrypted as a language if we understand its context. What truly linked the 
movements of this time, again, was their desire to build. They achieved this by open-ended play within 
limitations- for the modern world was defined by such- limitations in material, machines and ideas. In 
“Constructivism and the Proletariat” Moholy-Nagy wrote : “To be a user of machines is to be of the spirit of 
the century.” (Moholy-Nagy, S. and Gropius, W, 1969, p.18). The desire to be efficient and eloquent within 
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production reflected itself in visual language, where reducing and limiting shape, colour and form became 
the new normal. These methods created many reductive visual languages that both embodied the change of 
the century and were changed by it. 

Arguably, applied art will always walk an uncertain line between purpose and aesthetic, because it will always 
be defined by its context- that is no different here as it is today. The context of these movements was a broken, 
post-war world, which artists sought to make function again with art that functioned. By abstract means a 
path was paved for a modern take on visual language which we cite so frequently we couldn’t imagine a world 
without it. Sans-serif fonts, the idea of form following function, the ideals of collaboration and embracing 
mass production were all born in these movements. Limiting and reducing visual language can have purpose 
through abstraction, or, it can be bold, clean and influence society with its clarity. But seeking to limit our 
work can also have a purpose in simply teaching us to creatively problem solve more efficiently and think 
within the limitations we set ourselves. In this way, even abstract methods can be functional. 
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Chapter 3 
Case Studies
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• [Fig. 10 & 11] Calvert, M and Kinneir, J (1957-1964) 
Gouche Sign Maquettes [Images] Avaliable at: http://www.
britishroadsignproject.co.uk/history/  [Accessed 5 Nov. 
2018]

• [Fig. 12] Luz, W (2017) Painting [Image] Avaliable at: 
https://williamluz.co.uk/Paintings-2017[Accessed 5th Nov 
2018] 

• [Fig. 13] Luz, W (2018) Sketchbook [Image] Avaliable at: 
https://williamluz.co.uk/Sketchbook-1  [Accessed 5th Nov 
2018] 

• [Fig. 14] Van Der Leck, B (1921) Familie [Image] Avaliable 
at: https://krollermuller.nl/en/bart-van-der-leck-the-family 
[Accessed 5 December. 2018]

In chapter 2, we have seen that how we define function in abstraction is important to answer to initial 
question. Therefore, the breadth of that which makes a functional visual language must be examined. 

In pursuit of a functional visual language, we find the british road signage system. In the late 1950s, in a 
second wave of faith in design for the masses, Britain’s new motorways needed an efficient and consistent 
way to inform drivers through design. The designers began with the question: “What do I want to know, 
trying to read a sign at speed” (Kinnier, Design Museum, 2015). These functional images comprised of 
“codes of carefully chosen shapes and colours” (Design Museum, 2015)- a reductive visual language. The 
system was so visually and functionally successful that it is now mirrored internationally.

Calvert, one of the designers, stated “Style never came into it”. Designs were ‘solely functional’: “You were 
driving towards the absolute essence...how could we reduce the appearance to make the maximum sense 
and minimum cost?” These ideals almost mirror those of Van Doesburg spiritually; both seek absolute purity 
from chaos to achieve their design ideals. But equally they embody a new “spirit of the century”- using 
limitations in cost and material to make the most efficient and people-serving language there could be. And 
exact these signs are: the whole design process was meticulous. The limitations of material and purpose 
resulted in a reverently functional rule-bound system that visually communicates so well that the viewer 
passively learns the rules that define it.

Functionality and reduction in this example does make road signs easier to understand. Writing on the 
effectiveness of symbols, John Caserta calls them “something that usually connects to someone’s preexisting 
knowledge about something” (Goldstein, J, 2015). A combination of pre-existing symbols “works 
immediately” and “doesn’t ask [the audience] to work very hard.” (Goldstein, J, 2015)- and this is what the 
various symbolism in road signage (lines, cars, people etcetera) does. The precise order and design of this 
signage system is an example that visual language relies on the context that the viewer speaks the language, 
and when they do, functional communication is achieved. 

In the case of this language, it is nonsensical that they would want to make the viewer think- these signs 
need information to be transmitted seamlessly to the viewer. These signs improved society- effective visual 
communication made long distance travel as viable to the masses. This was the 1950s, the same era the 
Eameses were trialling affordable furniture design, dreaming to aesthetically improve the lives of the people. 
There was faith in functional design, and this system is an example of a visual language whose function was 
communication. 

However, there can also be function in merely the process of reducing contemporary visual language. 
As explored in Chapter 2, reductive art’s most practical function is often to challenge and develop creativity 
in the same way it did in the avant-garde. However, it is a delicate balance when practitioners attempt to 
achieve transparency of meaning through simplification. In the words of William Luz, a contemporary artist 
who works with bold shape and colour, abstraction in art “gently encourages a more playful and curious 
engagement with our visual world”. (Latham Phillips, E, 2018). 

On completion of an interview with the artist, further conclusions could be drawn. Speaking about his 
process, redrawing and abstracting aspects of his work allows Luz to “edit out elements of the image that 
I may see as unnecessary or too didactic or too literal” (Appendix 1). This simplification and eventual 
efficiency of form is comparable perhaps to the work of De Stijl artist Van Der Leck and similar ideological 
approaches. The difference is that in Luz’s work he enjoys that “people might have to work a little to see 
something, but more so that there is space for different interpretations.” (Appendix 1)

In his picture book, “The Shape It Makes” (2018), Luz places text and seemingly abstract imagery together, 
making the art “a puzzle for the spectator to solve” (Latham Phillips, E, 2018). The purpose of his work 
becomes to challenge the viewer to understand his imagery. In his words,:“if something is beautiful and 
visually interesting the in first place...people spend a bit more time with it...it begins to say...more and might 
serve other functions.” (Latham Phillips, E, 2018) In this way, abstract work with a base meaning can be 
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• [Fig. 15] Luz, W (2018) The Shape It Makes [Image] 
Avaliable at: https://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/william-
luz-the-shape-it-makes-publication-230718  [Accessed 5th 
Nov 2018]

• [Fig. 16] Sutnar, L (1943) Build The Town Building Blocks 
[Image] Avaliable at: https://www.moma.org/collection/
works/101552  [Accessed 6th Dec. 2018] 

• [Fig. 17] Taut, B (1920) Dandanah, The Fairy Palace 
[Image] Avaliable at: https://www.deutsches-museum.
de/en/exhibitions/materials-energy/technical-toys/tour/ 
[Accessed 27th Nov. 2018] 

• [Fig. 18] Goodman and Miller (2018) Deluxe Shapemaker 
[Image] Avaliable at: https://www.elenfhant.com/shop/play/
wooden-toys/miller-goodman-shapemaker/  [Accessed 4th 
Dec. 2018]

• [Fig. 19] Goodman and Miller (2018) Blockhaus [Image] 
Avaliable at: https://www.millergoodman.com/creations/  
[Accessed 4th Dec. 2018] 

more effective in engaging with an audience as we find deeper meaning in imagery when we are encouraged 
to interrogate the meaning of the image ourselves. 

Whilst further exploring shape, creativity and open interpretation, research showed an unexpected source of 
visual language in the eras explored previously: toys. One example are Ladislav Sutnar’s “Build The Town” 
(1943) building blocks. Sutnar lived in America when its commercial society was a snapshot of a world 
where people were “both rich and equal” (Whitford, F, 1984, p. 142), a world in a second wave of faith in 
functional art for social change that mirrored that of the Bauhaus, another wave of optimism after another 
world war. However, the belief this time, was that through making good design affordable it could improve 
life and society, viz the ideology of the Eameses. 

Physically, these blocks represent parts of houses and cities, but equally they are a limited, 3D set of shapes 
and colours, which would make them a visual language. These blocks represent “ideal metropolises” 
(Prague Museum of Decorative Arts, 2017), and “inspires us to turn prefab parts into architecture and spaces 
to live in”. No doubt these were inspired by a world where prefabricated modular housing was seen as an 
ideal solution to a post-war housing crisis. The set was designed to train the users in the “dynamics and 
simultaneity of metropolitan life” and their “ability to plan”(Prague Museum of Decorative Arts, 2017). 

A similar example is “Alpine Architecture”, an architectural glass toy-set made by Bruno Taut in 1917. 
They are another charmingly naive example of response to post-war optimism: “In a literal way the blocks 
correspond to Taut’s plea to man to participate in building Utopia.” (Wilk, 2008, p.58). The blocks “link 
utopia with the basic process of form-making” in the same way that Sutnar’s do. Both these examples 
are beautiful, aesthetic, visual languages that embody the earnest optimism of the time. But Sutnar’s set 
never became commercially available, and The Fairy Palace was literally made of glass- surely a hazard to 
children. 

Open ended play toys like this crop up recurrently in art movements that explore social ideas. Designers who 
heed “form follows function” begin their journey in material play within limitations. Through open-ended 
play, function and building skills are achieved- see Marcel Breuer’s chair that began with experiments in 
chrome pipes, or the Eames’s moulded fiberglass furniture. 

Education is arguably the basis of all social change, and toys as a visual language are often imbued with 
the ideals of a society that seeks to mould its youth. There is a social, utopian aspect of educating the youth 
to think creatively. But toys are built by adults and bought by adults, albeit for their children. In this way 
they serve a mature, informed function by teaching children how to creatively problem solve and build 
within limitations. In this way, perhaps, open-ended play is the epitome of visual language that treads a 
line between function and abstraction. Toys are tools designed to mimic the creative process, work within 
materials, and marry function and purpose in a way accessible to a new generation.

However, as Luz implies, modern interpretations of play can find meaning solely in the way they explore 
aesthetic. This line of enquiry leads us to a spiritual successor of these playsets- Miller Goodman. This 
company creates woodblock toys, often inspired by the link between modern art and open-ended play. They 
use simple shapes in their work to make “undefined forms and patterns that encourage and engage children” 
(Goodman and Miller, 2018). These blocks are specifically designed to facilitate creativity and building, 
with the abstract shapes on them designed to be reinterpreted and matched up in different combinations to 
create new ideas. And although these sets are inspired by those of eras past, their sole function is to channel 
the creativity, not the ideology, of their predecessors. 

To be functional, playsets like these must be abstract enough to allow for those who use them to make their 
own meaning through play. In this way, Miller Goodman have written a visual language with their blocks 
that engage the viewer/player to work to create their own understanding from the shapes. This is the epitome 
of a visual language challenging the audience to make their own function from abstraction, and in this way 
we can subvert the question itself. Limited and reduced visual language, when abstract and considered, can
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have a function through engaging the viewer to make sense of the world with their own creativity.

To fully explore this query after this body of research, it was necessary to find a means of limiting and 
visually reducing work. The best means of achieving this was to experiment to create a new visual language. 
As a nod to the obsession of the Bauhaus with geometry and a simple means of exploring purity, the most 
effective starting point would be limiting visual language with a specific colour palette and set of shapes. In 
regards to exploring purity of form, an ideal starting point would be with Itten’s triangle, square and circle, 
in De Stijl’s preferred colour scheme: the primary colours, and black. 

Additionally worth exploring would be the square, forever visually relevant. Luz adds frames in his work 
for a  “preference of order over mess”, but in this body of work it could help contain and limit my visual 
response, in the same way Miller Goodman’s “Shapemaker” does. The square is neat, and it’s symmetry 
helps us recognise shapes as it creates an “object centered coordinate frame” (Barlow and Reeves, 1976). 
This certainly was worth testing the functionality of in regards to limiting visual language with a frame. 
With these elements from the research in mind, let us address the body of work. 
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Chapter 4 
Reflective Practice
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I started my body of work with my own sketchbook. Choosing three forms, (a nude, bird and hand) I 
experimented with how I could limit & reduce my own visual language to communicate. Citing Itten’s 
preliminary course as inspiration, I also decided to laser-cut perfect triangles, circles and squares in the 
primary colours of De Stijl to see how only being able to communicate with these factors would affect my 
style. 
 
At this stage my project was more to explore functionality as a means of visual communication. Therefore, 
I conducted two small studies with fellow students challenging them to make a bird/hand/nude with the 
shapes from Box 1. In t first study, I simply told participants to make me the forms out of the shapes. In the 
second study, I paired up participants and had them try to communicate forms to each other. The aim here 
was to successfully, non-verbally communicate what they were collaging to their partner.
 
These early experiments provided useful insight outside of my own on reducing visual language. 
Participants gained a sense of satisfaction from communicating with less, but equally were frustrated by the 
clumsiness and size of the shapes. Verbal feedback also vouched that black and white as a limiting factor 
would be interesting to explore, and that arranging shapes on a frame facilitated order but restricted freedom. 
 
I decided to focus on the human form as a motif: it is recognisable as a symbol, yet a challenge to reduce as 
it is comprised of complex shapes. The human form ideologically reflects ourselves and links politically to 
my work- in constructivism & De Stijl, human motifs reflected the strong, athletic and idealised cog in the 
modern machine. The reduced human form seemed an excellent motif to explore recognisable, contextual 
reduction. There are lots of pre-existing examples to riff off- exit signs, toilet signs, road signs. 

I worked with a series of yoga poses as they provided challenging and not at first recognisable forms. They 
also provided accessible online reference for poses that could easily be retrieved- an eagle pose is always 
an eagle pose, an intangibly named “seated nude” can have variations. The aim was, eventually, to design a 
playset based on my responses that would encourage the user’s creativity through abstract play. 

Similar to Luz, limiting my visual language allowed me “to think more about the nuances of the form”. 
I explored geometry and if dividing it in various ways would allow for re-arranging shapes like Miller 
Goodman (Box 2 & 6), but this was a failure in terms of the human form. I finished with a set of 5 shapes 
that I translated into various sets that could be rearranged to form a man (Boxes 7,8 & 9). I provided an 
accompanying frame for a user/reader to play with the shapes in (If you’re reading this essay, I encourage 
you to have a play).
 
My final set (Box 9) was a set of wooden blocks in the 6 developed shapes. Alone, each shape is abstract, 
but together, they can be arranged to make a human form. Their functionality is in the fact that they can be 
played with. 
 
Participants were more likely to simply make their own abstract forms rather than make human forms. This 
goes to show the unlimited potential of abstraction. However, those invited to play with the sets made their 
own challenges and games within the sets (Finding the geometric shapes in Box 6, building the tallest tower 
out of Box 9). In finding their own problems to solve, the creation of this body of work proves the function 
of abstract playsets- to challenge & train creative problem solving through play. 
 
My final note is on the boxes containing the playsets. In a nod to the bauhaus and the classes of Josef 
Albers, I decided to challenge myself within the limitations of material and make containers for the shapes 
out of only the material they were made from. Hence, all the paper sets are housed in paper boxes, and the 
wooden sets in laser-cut wooden boxes. Together, the shapes, frame and materials created a restrictive visual 
language that explored the functionality of play. 

• [Fig 20] - Outcome in response to “sun” in Study 2
• [Fig 21] - Sketchbook studies of the yoga pose “Eagle”, 

working to reduce the human form into shapes. 
• [Fig 22] - Further sketchbook responses to reduce the 

human form.  
• [Fig 23] - Shapes from Box 8 arranged into a man
• [Fig 24] - Fellow student playing with the shapes from Box 

9 
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Chapter 5 
Conclusion
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In De Stijl, the early Bauhaus and Constructivism, some of the limiting and reductive art was something of 
a ideological battle against the chaos of society. Using the purity of geometric shapes, they aimed to tame 
creativity into a comprehensible and optimistically universal language that would change the world for the 
better. Even in contemporary practice, some of our drive to streamline and order art with limitations and 
reductions is grounded in a desire to make sense of the world. A distinct aesthetic is created in simplified 
work, and it is undeniable that there is a satisfaction when we can communicate with less, whether that is to 
ourselves or others. This desire treads a precarious boundary between function and abstraction. 

Sometimes the function of limitation is to enable and challenge creativity, as my research has found. The 
example of toys as a visual language is an excellent example- interactive sets must be abstract in order for 
the viewer to make their own meaning and solve creative problems. Purpose can lie in play, and abstraction 
and function can be as symbiotic in our own practices as they were in the avant-garde.  

Engaging with abstract visual language to find our own meaning can teach us how to visually and 
creatively solve problems, whether that be in material in form. Is this not the purpose of visual language- to 
communicate in a fashion that words cannot, with immediacy and ease of understanding that we cannot 
always explain? A viewer does not have to understand the system behind the aesthetics of a piece if it creates 
a visually successful outcome. 

In the words of artist William Luz: “something is finished when there’s a trace of the original idea but it 
has travelled far enough away to make it feel new and interesting” (TOAST, 2018). Along this same vein, 
limiting and reducing art is functional, but abstraction is also functional. Sometimes the imagery we write 
with visual language isn’t trying to communicate a distinct answer, but a question. In the open-ended nature 
of abstraction, that can be enough. 
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• [Fig 25] Luz, W (2018) Abstract Waffle [Image] Avaliable at: 
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Apprendix 1- 
Interview with William Luz (Wednesday 14th November 2018)

In your work, the frame/piece of paper is often visually tangible, and the composition designed carefully 
to compliment and work within the frame. Is this intentional, or just a product of working within a 
sketchbook? 

Yes I often use a frame as a device to make it obvious to an audience that they are looking at an image. It 
may seem a bit pedantic but I like to make the distinction between an image and a picture. To me, a picture, 
like a photograph (most of the time), aims to represent or communicate something more specifically. 
Whereas an image can exist to simply be a visual experience. We don’t often see a frame when we see 
a picture, we can crop our field of vision at any time to create one. I feel we need a little more help to 
be alerted to the fact we are looking at a image, I hesitate to say work of art as that comes with a certain 
connotation of grandeur and pretence but I think it’s the same thing. Hopefully saying ‘don’t worry about 
what this is, just enjoy looking at it’. I like that Matisse quote where he said something like he wanted his art 
to be like a comfortable armchair. I think that’s a modest aim.

(What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity, devoid of troubling or depressing subject 
matter, an art which could be for every mental worker, for the businessman as well as the man of letters, 
for example, a soothing, calming influence on the mind, something like a good armchair which provides 
relaxation from physical fatigue. - Matisse)

You often return to the same abstract shapes. How do you develop these shapes and what draws you to 
them?

They are born from a desire to make sense of the visual world around me and are very much informed by 
drawing tools I use (rulers, circle templates, french curves etc). I struggle to make decisions at the best of 
times, let alone when faced with a blank page, so working with a reduced visual language allows me to think 
more about the nuances of the form and the tension of the composition and colours rather than worrying 
about what to draw all the time. I think it also comes from a drawing and redrawing of way the kinks get 
ironed out and the lines become more fluid and easy. Maybe that’s a general aim to make things a little more 
beautiful.

You’ve done a beautiful series in 3D wooden frames for Senhora Presidenta. What led you to develop the 
“frames” and work shapes within them?

I studied graphic design and I think this along with a preference of order over mess often leads me to placing 
an underlying grid underneath a lot of my work. The frame idea came from this, from a set of drawings 
that made this grid visible, almost thinking of it like an abstract drawing in sequential panels (I also grew 
up reading and drawing comics). A lot of my work in print and 3d comes from constantly skirting around 
the idea of not wanting to make a painting due to the perceived pressure of that medium. I wanted to make 
something with the object like quality of a painting but the texture and play with materials of a collage so I 
had to develop a new language to do this. It also frees me up to work with simpler forms as the contrast of 
textures and materials does more of the work which is satisfying. I’ve always loved the simplicity of simply 
displaying beautiful materials but this can seem too easy sometimes so I had to work out a format to do this.

Does you work aim more to communicate meaning or to explore aesthetic?
 
Both if that’s possible. I would like the things I make to essentially be visual experiences but hopefully there 
is enough of something to suggest a reading of it but also enough room so that the meaning isn’t fixed and 
can be interpreted in different ways, depending on what an audience brings to it. That seems quite a lofty 
aim when put like that but essentially I want people to feel something about my work and spend a bit of time 
with it and not feel like I am telling them what to see 
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Do you think we abstract & simplify work because it serves a function, or because it gives us a sense of 
aesthetic satisfaction? 

For me it’s very much about aesthetic satisfaction, but I think that’s a function! Working as a commercial 
illustrator also there is the pressure of the narrative form and often this is held up to be the height of the 
medium but I think decoration and embellishment also plays a significant role in our lives. To make things 
beautiful is more difficult than is often given credit. I also think that if you aim to do one thing well it more 
often than not begins to work beyond those more humble intentions. So maybe if something is beautiful and 
visually interesting the in first place, when people spend a bit more time with it it begins to say a bit more 
and might serve other functions. It’s best not to try to do too much with one’s work as then it can feel heavy 
and cumbersome whereas work with a bit more energy can often do more, and do so with a joy and life.

In an interview with Grace and Thorn you said you redraw & abstract shapes as you go, not to obscure 
but to “create a bit more space in them”. Can you expand on this statement? 

The ‘space’ refers to a space in meaning. By redrawing and beginning to abstract, or smooth out, it begins 
to edit out elements of the image that I may see as unnecessary or too didactic or too literal. By doing this 
I hope the is the trace of the original stimulus or point of reference but it begins to travel away from it to 
somewhere new, allowing it to be seen as something different and new. I do this not to make it more difficult 
for people to understand, although I like that people might have to work a little to see something, but more 
so that there is space for different interpretations. so I’m not saying look at this, it’s a tree, it’s me saying, 
what is this, is it a tree maybe? Titling can play a big part here, either to add an extra layer of abstraction or 
to give a clue towards a certain reading I want to suggest. That depends on what is appropriate based in the 
intention.
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Appendix 2- 
Experiment format of Study 2

Have three pairs of people try to communicate 5 ideas to each other and document. Participants are told the 
aim here is to communicate the word they are given to the other participant. 

AIMS: Investigate how participants communicate forms with limited visual language

One participant works within a frame, the other does not. 

The forms given are: Foot, Cat, Sun, Apple, Nude, Bird, Hand, Eye, Flower, Egg. (I tried not to pick forms 
that were entirely dependent on colour)

Have pair face each other on table. Give both a written word (without showing other participant). Make 
composition. Try to guess each other’s. Repeat until all forms are exhausted. 

Record audio during experiment, document comments, guesses and outcomes

Ask after:

• What shapes do you wish you had to communicate these ideas?
• Did a frame make it easier or harder to understand ideas?
• Do you think this exercise would work better with more abstract shapes than these? (Give example?
• Would you have preferred this exercise with other colours? (If so, state which)
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